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SCIENTIFIC WRITING 101 Troy Moon MD, MPHDecember, 2019
AGENDA
Pitfalls in writing: Verbosity, Redundancy, Ambiguity
Formal academic English
Resources
VERBOSE  CONCISE
Before After
In this paper we re-examine the link between academic competition and
adolescent suicide. We are not the first to question this relationship. Other
scholars have stated that the link between academic competition and high rates
of adolescent suicide appear to have their origin in data from the 1950s — a
time when adolescent suicide ratios were quite high in many East Asian
countries. However, as we will show, these efforts to “ debunk ” the myth of
high suicide rates have had little impact. We argue that misperceptions about
Japanese adolescent suicides continue to appear in the popular and academic
literature for several reasons: 1) many researchers still assume that aggregate
rates of adolescent suicide in East Asian nations are high; 2) previous works
which attempted to “ debunk ” the myth of high rates of suicide or to
critique the link between adolescent suicide and academic competition did
not address the difference between an effect on aggregate rates and effects
in individual cases of suicide; 3) previous work did not fully discuss the
degree to which cultural values in East Asia might affect the reporting of
adolescent suicides linked to academic pressure; and 4) previous works did not
provide alternative causal models to replace the implicit model of academic
competition = higher rates of adolescent suicide.
A purported link between academic competition 
and adolescent suicide originates from data in the 
1950s when suicide was more common in much of 
East Asia. Although adolescent suicide rates in 
Japan are currently low, a myth of high rates in 
that country prevails because scholars have: 1) too 
often assumed that aggregate rates of adolescent 
suicide in East Asia are high; 2) failed to account 
sufficiently for the effect of cultural values in 
reporting the linkage between adolescent suicides 
and academic pressures; and 3) failed to provide 
alternative causal models for that linkage.
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aligned with the author’s argument 
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Cut out additional unnecessary words and clauses
*However, be careful not to edit too far, 
unintentionally changing the author’s meaning
REDUNDANT  CONCISE
The literature on leadership and communication revealed 
that a large majority of managers…
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REDUNDANT  CONCISE
The literature on leadership and communication revealed 
that a large majority of managers…
Nearly all of the studies…
Both have very robust programs in Peru…
As a rule of thumb, limit quotations to primary sources or to 
writings that are so pithy and well-articulated that no 
convenient alternative way of expressing the thought exists.
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BE CONCISE & CLEAR
Avoid using vague, all-purpose nouns
 Examples: factor, aspect, area, situation, consideration, degree, case 
Consumer demand is rising in the area of services. 
 Consumer demand for services is rising. 
or 
 Consumers are demanding more services.
BE CONCISE, USE ACTIVE VOICE
is aware, has knowledge of  knows 
is taking  takes 
are indications  indicate 
are suggestive  suggests
USE ACTIVE VOICE
Active voice: the subject performs the action
Passive voice: the action happens to the subject
USE ACTIVE VOICE
The monkeys adore bananas.
 Bananas are adored by monkeys.
The data was cleaned and analyzed by the author.
 The author cleaned and analyzed the data.
The questionnaire was completed by participants. 
 The participants completed the questionnaire.
AMBIGUITY
AMBIGUITY
Passive voice contributes to ambiguity
After a series of debates, it was determined that a 
standardized national curriculum provides students with 
a well-rounded education.
Ambiguous: lacks a source
DeVo
AMBIGUITY
Before
Because the past is a road map 
to the present, it is my intention 
to analyze the role of education 
as a reform effort in supporting 
a national agenda from the two 
earlier periods to shed light on 
current educational reform 
efforts in Armenia.
After 
I intend to set a platform for 
understanding current 
educational reform as part 
of the Armenian national 
agenda by analyzing reform 
in two earlier periods.
Too many elements; not 
properly sequenced; verbose
FORMAL 
ACADEMIC 
ENGLISH
AVOID 
Contractions Redundant words
Phrasal verbs
• look into
investigate
• talk about  discuss
Clichés
• ‘one in a million’
• ‘in this day and 
age’
Colloquialisms
• A bunch of people 
 a number of 
people
DEAD WORDS
Good
Bad
Pretty 
Very
Always 
Every
Never   
 It
Thing 
CLARITY: “IT” 
Hence, while assumptions about leadership, communication, and 
culture may hold true in these institutions, it is uncertain as to 
whether they hold true. 
Hence, while assumptions about leadership, communication, and 
culture may hold true in these institutions, there is uncertainty as to 
whether the assumptions hold true.
“it” and “they” refer 
to the last noun
CLARITY: “THIS” & “THESE”
This article aims to discuss the prior use of traditional medicine and 
the current use of modern medicines and evaluate the impact this 
has on outcomes for people living with HIV. 
This article aims to discuss the prior use of traditional medicine and 
the current use of modern medicines and evaluate the impact this 
change has on outcomes for people living with HIV. 
Is “this” referring to 
modern medicine? the 
change? something else?
Always include a noun 
after “this” or “these”
USING “AND”
Managers rely on organizational culture and leaders to predict 
communication and hence these play an important role in 
maintaining these messages (Adamu, Mohamad, & Abdul Rahman, 
2016).
Managers rely on organizational culture and leaders to predict 
communication, hence playing an important role in maintaining 
these messages (Adamu, Mohamad, & Abdul Rahman, 2016).
Consider using: while, because, subsequently
USING “AND”
In the discussion and conclusion, provide a brief summary 
of your findings and then logically consider the findings in 
relation to the literature previously reviewed.
In the discussion and conclusion, provide a brief summary 
of your findings. Then, logically consider the findings in 
relation to the literature previously reviewed.
QUOTATIONS
Only quote 
primary 
sources
Limit 
quotations 
CLARITY
Academic style is clear, concise, unambiguous, accurate, 
factual, and  supported by evidence
Your 
understanding 
of the data 
and literature
Others’ 
understanding 
Writing
WRITING ABOUT LOW-RESOURCED SETTINGS AND 
MARGINALIZED POPULATIONS
Minimize “deficit” language
Old “deficit” text New text
People afflicted with HIV People living with HIV
Since diseases associated with poor sanitation, such as 
malaria and diarrhea, are common among HIV 
positive individuals, HAWI uses the WASH program 
methods to minimize the risk of infection from diseases.
Minimizing the risk of infections for individuals living 
with HIV is important since they have depressed 
immune systems and trouble warding off infections. 
HAWI uses the WASH program methods to minimize 
the risk of infection from diseases such as diarrhea 
and malaria that are associated with poor 
sanitation.
Migori County is plagued by higher rates of maternal 
and child mortality.
Migori County has higher rates of maternal and 
child mortality.

MANUSCRIPT WRITING AND 
PUBLISHING
OBJECTIVES
We will discuss:
■ Core Components of Writing a Successful Manuscript
■ Manuscript Preparation 
■ Choosing  a Journal 
■ The Peer Review Process 
■ Ethical Issues in Medical Research Writing
ANATOMY OF A MANUSCRIPT
■ Title Page 
■ Abstract 
■ Introduction 
■ Methods 
■ Results 
■ Tables/Figures 
■ Discussion 
■ Acknowledgements 
■ References
Which to write first
Methods
Introduction
Figures/Tables
Results
Discussion
Abstract
Title page
Acknowledgements
References
ALWAYS REMEMBER..........
You are telling a story.....
- about your research
- about Liberia
Always be conscious of the “so what?” 
question. This is your opportunity to convince 
me
GENERAL RULE FOR NUMBER OF WORDS
Total manuscript frequently around 3200-3500 words
Introduction (800 words)
Methods (800 words)
Results (800 words)
Discussion (800 words)
TITLE PAGE
■ Title 
– A few words to describe content 
– Many indicate study design (i.e., 
epidemiological studies) 
■ Additional content of title page: 
– Authors affiliations, 
corresponding author, running title, 
keywords, list of abbreviation 
– Optional: Word Count, Number 
of Tables/Figures, Sources of grant 
support
Attention 
Grabber

ABSTRACT
■ Summary of manuscript 
■ 200-300 words 
■ Structured or Unstructured 
■ Descriptive, Critical, or Informational 
■ Second most important section of manuscript 
■ Content can vary pending on the type of 
article written
■ Be direct and succinct
ABSTRACT
Do NOT ….
■ Repeat the title 
■ Refer to things outside the abstract 
– It needs to be able to stand alone! 
■ Use References 
■ Use Abbreviations
INTRODUCTION
■ Describes Importance of Topic 
■ Summarizes relevant literature 
■ “Funnel-Shaped Approach” for Writing 
■ 1-1.5 pages  
CONTENT
• Describe Public Health Burden 
• Contributing factors to the Problem 
• Previous work to address the problem 
• Gap in the Literature 
• Public health significance
State of problem globally
State of problem in Liberia
Short description of Liberia
What you are doing..

METHODS
■ Be clear on each step 
■ 3-5 paragraphs (800 words)
■ Most Common Components 
– Study Design 
– Theory (when applicable) 
– Subject Selection 
– Variables and Procedures 
– Analytic Methods 
– Human Subjects Approvals/Ethics statement
QUANTITATIVE RESULTS
■ Narrative should be same logical sequence as tables/figures 
■ Summarize and not repeat all data from tables 
■ Include absolute numbers with percentages 
■ 3-4 paragraphs 
– Paragraph 1: Patient Characteristics 
– Paragraph 2: Evidence for Objective 1 
– Paragraph 3: Evidence for Objective 2 
– Paragraph 4: Evidence for Objective 3
QUALITATIVE RESULTS
■ Narrative should be same logical sequence as tables/figures 
■ Summarize and not repeat all data from tables 
■ 3-4 paragraphs 
– Paragraph 1: Patient Characteristics 
– Paragraph 2: Theme 1 
– Paragraph 3: Theme 2 
– Paragraph 4: Theme 3 
– Paragraph 5: Theme 4
DISCUSSION
■ Summarize new and important findings 
■ Compare findings with the literature 
■ Conclusions follow objectives 
■ Describes where the topic is heading 
■ Suggest clinical implications 
■ Discuss Limitations and Next Steps 
■ Provide Conclusion
REFERENCES
■ Cite primary work over review articles 
■ Avoid abstracts from conferences when possible 
■ “In Press” Articles require permission 
■ Avoid personal communication unless essential and not in public source 
■ Check accuracy and formatting 
■ websites can be considered
Reference Management Software
• EndNote 
• Zotero 
• Mendeley 
• RefWorks 
• BibTeX
• RefM
TABLES AND FIGURES
Tables
■ Each table on a single page 
■ Title summarizes data 
■ Do not use horizontal lines 
■ Give each column a heading 
Footnote explains content 
■ Identify statistical measures of 
variation
Figures
■ Number consecutively according to 
cited 
■ High resolution images 
■ Letters, numbers, and figures need to 
be sufficient size 
■ Include titles and detailed 
explanations in legends rather than 
figure
DEFINING AUTHORSHIP
■ Substantial contribution to (all the below): 
– Conception and design 
– Acquisition of data 
– Analysis and interpretation 
– Writing of Article 
■ Draft and critical revision of manuscript for intellectual contact 
■ Final approval of submitted version 
■ Note: Some journals will provide authorship criteria upon 
submission
AUTHOR ORDER
■ First author is generally the person driving the manuscript
■ Last author is typically a PI or senior mentor to the first author
■ First three authors are important: regardless of journal reference format the 
first three authors will typically be visible
-On average think no more than 10 authors.
-Publishing takes a lot of work, you want to make sure the authors listed meet 
the previously listed criteria.
-Others may be important to the research and can be listed in the 
acknowledgements
CHOOSING A JOURNAL
■ Review Scope of Journal 
– If your articles does not have the same scope, NEXT! 
■ Journal Prestige and Rankings 
– Impact Factors, Quality, Rankings 
■ Review Published Studies 
– Compare most sections of manuscripts to see if a good fit. 
– For example, just because the scope is similar the journal may not have a history of 
publishing qualitative research. 
■ Review Reference Listings – Similar references indicate this journal could be IT!
IMPACT FACTOR (IF)
■ The higher the IF, the more highly ranked the 
journal 
■ It is used to compare journal in a subject 
category. 
■ Top 5% of journals IF ≥ 6 
■ 2/3 of journals have IF > 1
■ Usually aim for 2 or higher!

WHO IS JANE?
■ Stands for Journal/Author Name Estimator 
■ JANE helps to: 
– Identify a journal, find relevant articles to cite in your manuscript, and find 
reviewers if an editor 
■ How does it work? 
– Enter title, abstract,  and/or keywords of paper in box and click ‘find journals’, 
‘find authors’, or ‘find articles’ 
– JANE compares the information to documents in PubMed to find best matching 
journals, authors, or articles 
■ JANE relies on data in MEDLINE, PubMED, and Directory of Open Access Journals 
(DOAJ) to identify high-quality journals and reduce chances of papers from 
predatory journals.
MANUSCRIPT PREPARATION
■ Review Journal Submission Guidelines/ Guidelines to Authors 
■ Be aware of publishing schedules (biweekly, monthly, bimonthly, 
quarterly, annually, immediate (online and open access) 
■ Never submit to multiple journals at ONE time 
■ Be aware if it is indexed in Medline/PubMED
■ Be aware of costs associated with publishing

REASONS FOR REVISION REQUESTS
■ Minor Faults in methodology 
■ Minor inaccuracies in data 
■ Inconsistencies among different sections of manuscripts 
■ Faulty Deductions 
■ Data do not support conclusions 
■ Excessive data or text 
■ Poor or excessive illustrations 
■ Poor but salvageable
■ Poor English

ETHICS OF WRITING
■ You must be committed to 
ethical principles even if it 
delays your work! 
■ Common ethical issues 
include:
FINAL ADVICE
■ Start Writing Early (e.g., introduction and methods during data collection) 
■ Writing Partner, Team, or Manuscript Sprints 
■ Focus on High Visibility Components-Title, Abstract, Tables/Figures 
■ Organization with Headings and Subheadings 
■ Finish strong: Outside Reviewers to read paper 
■ Always spellcheck
■ Don’t harass any of the journals editors pre, during, and post-submission – You can 
be flagged and automatically rejected
QUESTIONS?
THOUGHTS?
